A repository of literature : on the importance of the Museum of Modern Japanese Literature in Komaba by Melanowicz, Mikołaj
A repository of literature: On the importance of the 
M useum of Modern Japanese Literature in Komaba
Mikołaj Melanowicz 
W arszawa / -Łódź
1. Introduction
In Japan there are more than 600 literature museums in existence 
that are worthy of the attention of a literature researcher. In this article, 
however, I focus mainly on the activities of the Museum of Modern Jap­
anese Literature (Nihon Kindai Bungakukan) in Komaba, Tokyo, with 
the aim to convey its uniqueness.
Museums of literature are often considered of marginal importance 
as far as literature research is concerned. Published textbooks on litera­
ture rarely pay much attention to them. However, in Japan they play an 
especially important role, not only in guarding the memory of the authors 
and their works, but also in the education that shapes the nation’s iden­
tity. Therefore, they are not merely forgotten collections of memorabilia 
of people that in days past used to kindle readers’ emotions and now 
exist predominantly as names in dictionaries and literature textbooks. 
One can easily see that this is the case just by visiting one of these unique 
literature centres. Although we call them “museums” in the western 
fashion, the meaning of the word kan (a big building, residence, manor, 
house...) incorporates such diverse institutions as “museum”, “treasury” 
and “embassy”. I had the chance to experience the liveliness of these lit-
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erature institutions by visiting, rather accidentally, more than twenty of 
them and then describing the encounters later on.
1
 
Then, in the autumn of 2012,
2
 I got the chance to become closely 
acquainted with the Museum of Modern Japanese Literature in Komaba. 
Its scale and range of activities were so impressive that I could not re-
frain from recalling the great event that was the founding of the Shōsōin, 
the most important National Treasury in Japan today. It’s no stretch of 
the imagination to see the relevance in recounting this event here. 
In retrospect it is clear that if Empress Kōmyō had not decided to 
vest the gifts to the throne and personal memorabilia to the monastery of 
Tōdaiji in the year 756, following the death of her spouse, Emperor Shō-
mu, the Shōsōin treasury would never have come into existence. It would 
also not be possible now – after more than 1,250 years – to enjoy the 
treasures that came to the capital in Nara by way of the Silk Road and 
were used at the Emperor’s court, or during the ceremony of the Opening 
of the Eyes of the Great Buddha in the year 752.
3
 
Similarly, if the writer Takami Jun had not dedicated the last years 
of his life to carrying out the idea of creating a literature museum and do-
nating his private library, the literature museum, which now play as im-
portant a role for Japanese literature as the Shōsōin does for national cul-
ture, would never have come into existence. 
In the beginning, the Library of the Museum of Modern Literature 
was established at a branch of the Parliament Library in Ueno, Tokyo. A 
special museum building was built at the old premises of the marquess 
Maeda Toshinari in Komaba Park and the Museum was opened there in 
1967. Since then the Museum has been collecting books, magazines, 
letters and manuscripts as well as other objects important for insight into 
the personalities of their authors. 
 
                                                          
1
 See: Mikołaj Melanowicz, Formy w literaturze japońskiej [‘Forms in Japa-
nese Literature’], Kraków: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego, 2003. 
2
 Upon the invitation of the director of the Museum, Sakagami Hiroshi, issued 
in September 2012. 
3
 Were it not for these events, the treasures would most likely be scattered or 
even lost in fires. 
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Literature museums can be found all over the globe, but perhaps 
there are few societies as reverent towards preserving the memory of 
writers and poets as in Japan. This preservation is proof for me that it has 
been literature in Japan that acts as a carrier of life views and values, a 
basic tool of education, at least emotional education, as well as a means 
of social communication and a pastime. It is only natural that poets and 
writers were respected, their lives were objects of interest and their mem-
ories were to be preserved. 
Apart from the previously mentioned literature museums (bungaku-
kan) there also exist so-called “memorial houses” (kinenkan), mostly 
dedicated to one particular figure. Various monuments, with engraved 
quotations, commemorating the presence of the revered poet in the given 
place, should also be mentioned here. Such monuments commemorating 
the travels of Matsuo Bashō are especially numerous.4 The birth sites, 
also hypothetical ones, of famous literature figures are also commemo-
rated with such monuments.
5
 
Museums dedicated to commemorating writers or even individual 
outstanding works occur elsewhere of course, outside of Japan, for ex-
ample the museum dedicated to the Bible in Amsterdam. In Poland, there 
exist general literature museums (for example the Adam Mickiewicz 
Museum of Literature in Warsaw), biographical ones (for example the 
Henryk Sienkiewicz Museum in Oblęgorek and Wola Okrzejska) and 
those focused on one certain topic. In recent years, the Museum of Anna 
and Jarosław Iwaszkiewicz in Stawisko (Podkowa Leśna) started to play 
an important role in fostering broad educational and popularizing activi-
ties. The Museum possesses archives, a historical book collection, icono-
graphic materials and musical manuscripts. It is an important centre of 
Polish high culture. Like in the old days – the Iwaszkiewicz Salon rever-
berates with music and poetry. But let us get back to Japan. 
 
                                                          
4
 In addition to the Bashō Kinenkan in Kōtō district, or the former site of Ba-
shōan in Fukugawa, Tokyo. 
5
 For example the site dedicated to Murasaki Shikibu in Kyoto. 
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The Museum of Modern Japanese Literature (Nihon Kindai Bunga-
kukan) in the Komaba district of Tokyo was established through the 
initiative of a group of men of letters and researchers gathered around 
Takami Jun. In May 1962 they launched a preparatory committee and 
started creating the environment for collecting documents and memora-
bilia picturing the lives and works of writers starting from the end of the 
nineteenth century. In a short span of time more than a hundred people 
had joined these preparatory works.
6
 
To justify the establishment of such an institution, the founders 
pointed out the 140 years of the history of modern Japanese literature 
that gave Japan many of its revered works, read and studied in Japan as 
well as abroad. They called to attention the fact that the care provided for 
the materials of the given period was not sufficient. Many sources were 
destroyed in the Great Kantō Earthquake of 1923 and many were lost, 
censored or confiscated by police during the Second World War. Mate-
rials were also lost while evacuations of city residents were carried out as 
safety measures in order to evade bombing. 
With time it became clear that an institution dedicated to the collec-
tion and preservation of dwindling materials, to secure them for further 
service towards cultural development, was needed. Literature admirers 
started to seriously contemplate this need at the beginning of the 1960s. 
It was then that Takami Jun together with writers Kawabata Yasunari 
and Itō Sei as well as professor Inagaki Tatsurō and the critic Odagiri 
Susumu addressed the public with a call for help in building a literature 
museum. The circles of the men of letters, researchers and media wel-
comed their appeal with great enthusiasm. In May 1962 the preparatory 
committee for building the modern literature museum was formed. The 
foundation (zaidan hōjin) under the name of Nihon Kindai Bungakukan 
was registered in April the following year. From June 2011 it became 
kōeki zaidan – a public benefit organization. 
In response to the aforementioned appeal, materials and funds started 
to flow in from all over the country. In November 1964, at the branch of 
the Parliament Library in Ueno, the Library of the Museum of Modern 
                                                          
6
 See: Nihon Kindai Bungakukan, 249: 9. 
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Literature was established. And so the preparations began for good: work 
on the museum building proper started in August 1965, and in Septem-
ber 1966 the Museum of Modern Japanese Literature was ready to open 
in Komaba Park, the former residence of marquess Maeda Toshinari from 
the ruling household of the Kaga principality in the Tokugawa period. 
In the following year, 1967, in April, the literature centre became 
active, and over the next sixty years it became the foremost repository of 
Japanese literature. It continued to receive help from literature and aca-
demic circles, publishers and newspapers. 
 
7
The obligation of the Museum of Modern Japanese Literature is to 
collect, organize and preserve materials, mainly sources from the field of 
literature from the end of the nineteenth and throughout the twentieth 
century; namely books, magazines, and newspapers, as well as manu-
scripts, correspondence, diaries, notes, and other memorabilia. The num-
ber of preserved materials has reached one million three hundred items.
8
 
The institution is also making the sources available to the public on reg-
ular library terms: the catalogued repertory is available in the reading-
room with the exception of special collections. The Museum holds exhi-
bitions, lectures and seminars. 
As an example I will mention the History of Modern Literature Ex-
hibition commemorating the foundation of the Museum and the exhibi-
tions dedicated to Leo Tolstoy and such Japanese writers as Natsume 
Sōseki, Kawabata Yasunari, Inoue Yasushi and Dazai Osamu. Such ex-
hibitions always attract a great number of visitors. The Museum also 
holds thematic exhibitions like “Love letters” or “Literature and youth”.9 
Every summer the Museum hosts lectures, public readings of their works 
by authors, and seminars. The Museum of Modern Japanese Literature is 
                                                          
7
 See: Nakamura Minoru, Bungakukan o kangaeru. Bungakukan josetsu no 
tame no esukisu, Tōkyō: Seidosha, 2011: 19; Zenkoku bungakukan gaido, 
Tōkyō: Shōgakkan, 2005: 86. 
8
 Mainly donated by the writers, their heirs or publishers. 
9
 Some exhibitions toured other literature museums. 
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also active in publishing, trying to make rare literature magazines avail-
able to the public.
10
 
 
The main sources in the Museum are the collections (korekushon) 
and libraries (bunko) of more than 150 writers including Higuchi Ichiyō, 
Yosano Tekkan and Akiko, Ishikawa Takuboku, Shimazaki Tōson, Ha-
giwara Sakutarō, Arishima Takeo, Shiga Naoya, Tanizaki Jun’ichirō, 
Nagai Kafū, Nakazato Kaizan, Nakamura Shin’ichirō, Sata Ineko, Taka-
mi Jun, Itō Sei, Dazai Osamu and many others. There are also collections 
of esteemed literature researchers such as Inagaki Tatsurō or Yoshida 
Seiichi. All collections and libraries are donations granted to the Museum. 
I will describe a few examples to show both the mechanism of 
creating such an impressive collection and the contents of particular col-
lections. I will start with the writers who passed away a long time ago 
and who had no say in the fate of their inheritance. For example Higuchi 
Ichiyō passed away in the year 1896. But in 1969 the Museum was 
granted 396 items – sketches of literary works, a diary, Ichiyō’s favourite 
objects and letters. They were all preserved thanks to the writer’s sister, 
Kuniko, whose daughter, Etsu, vested them to the Museum.
11
 
Akutagawa Bunko (The Library of Akutagawa) was created thanks 
to donations made by the writer’s wife Fumi, their son Hiroshi and his 
wife Ruriko, who in 1964 donated 2,876 items to the Museum. The col-
lection included the manuscript of Haguruma (“Spinning wheels”), an 
outline of the short novel Kappa, letters, the writer’s favourite objects, 
European books, and Chinese and Japanese books that Ryūnosuke used 
to read. Later, in 2008, the collection was enlarged by 226 items, mostly 
letters to Natsume Sōseki, Saitō Mokichi, Satō Haruo and others, thanks 
to a donation made by Akutagawa Teruko – Ryūnosuke’s granddaughter, 
the third daughter of Akutagawa Hiroshi and Ruriko. 
                                                          
10
 It also publishes series of source materials mainly for schools and libraries. 
Perhaps the most important publication so far has been Nihon kindai bunga-
ku daijiten, Tōkyō: Kōdansha, 1977–1978, in six volumes. 
11
 Also see Ichiyō Kinenkan in the district of Daitō, Tokyo, which was the first 
museum featuring a Japanese female author, founded in 1961. 
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Kawabata Yasunari Bunko (The Library of Kawabata Yasunari) 
was created thanks to the writer and his wife Hideko, who in 1969 do-
nated 2,592 items to the Museum, including manuscripts of “Snow 
country” and the manuscript of Kanashimi no daika (“The Price of un-
happienes”) by Yokomitsu Riichi. 
Dazai Osamu Bunko (The Library of Dazai Osamu) is a collection 
of 237 items donated to the Museum by the writer’s wife, Tsushima Mi-
chiko (mother of Satoko, a female writer known as Tsushima Yūko) in 
1987. The collection includes manuscripts of Shayō (“The setting sun”), 
Ningen shikkaku (“No longer human”), along with numerous first edi-
tions and foreign language translations of Dazai’s works. 
Tanizaki Jun’ichirō Bunko (The Library of Tanizaki Jun’ichirō) was 
created in the year 1971, thanks to the writer’s wife Matsuko, who do-
nated 1,180 items, among others the manuscript of part of the Sasame-
yuki (“The Makioka sisters”) and a private issue of the first part of this 
novel, as well as dictionaries used by Jun’ichirō. 
Takami Jun Bunko (The Library of Takami Jun) was established in 
1964, when the writer together with his wife Akiko conferred to the 
developing Museum 49,081 items, including numerous manuscripts, 
sketches of literary works, letters and their entire library. In 1998 the mu-
seum collection was enriched by more than 400 additional manuscripts 
and sketches as well as letters addressed to the writer. 
Itō Sei Bunko (The Library of Itō Sei) consists of a large library, 
vested to the Museum in 1969 by the writer and his wife Sadako, along 
with manuscripts – totaling more than 30,817 items. 
Inagaki Tatsurō Bunko (The Library of Inagaki Tatsurō) – the libra-
ry of the cofounder of the Museum and a Waseda University professor, 
under whom I studied modern Japanese literature in the 1960s, was cre-
ated in 1986 when his heirs donated 41,834 items, including the library 
of the professor, to the Museum. 
 
The activities of the Museum are headed up by the board of direc-
tors now led by the writer Sakagami Hiroshi, who is assisted by vice-
presidents and directors responsible for each of the departments. The 
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consultation council (hyōgikai), consisting of more than ten members, is 
responsible for the programme of activities. The (supervisory) controlling 
role is performed by an audit commission. It is also customary to choose 
an honorary president (meiyo kanchō). Nakamura Minoru, the previous 
president, now holds this position. 
The first president was Takami Jun (1963–1965), and after his death 
the position was granted to Itō Sei (1965–1969). After that the position 
of the president was passed consecutively to Shioda Ryōhei (1969–1971), 
Odagiri Susumu (1971–1992), Nakamura Shin’ichirō (1992–1998), Takai 
Yūichi (1998), Nakamura Minoru (1998–2011) and Sakagami Hiroshi 
(2011 to present). 
During that time the posts of honorary president and honorary ad-
viser were held by Kawabata Yasunari (1965–1972), Hisamatsu Sen’ichi 
(1971–1976), Inoue Yasushi (1981–1991) and Nakamura Minoru (2011 
to present). 
 
Past founders and directors of the Museum of Modern Japanese Lit-
erature became part of the history of the Museum. They left the marks of 
their personalities and their literary output on the overall image of the 
self-governing institution. Not only did they contribute in enriching the 
collections of this treasury of Japanese literature, but also in shaping its 
spirit and identity. Their writings and activities were an affirmation of 
their openness to varying artistic concepts as well as different views. Ta-
kami Jun brought with him the fervour of the leftist avant-garde. Itō Sei 
was an advocate of literary experiments in the spirit of European mod-
ernism. Nakamura Shin’ichirō combined the sensitivity of the aristocratic 
epoch with that of the new French novel. The critic Shinoda Ryōhei was 
more of a traditionalist, a typical edokko, quite the opposite of the critic 
Odagiri Susumu – the author of the study of socialist and proletariat lite-
rature as well as literature of the Shōwa period – or the poet Nakamura 
Minoru, fascinated by the poetry of Miyazawa Kenji and Nakahara Chū-
ya, a known lawyer dealing with the protection of intellectual resources. 
Takai Yūichi and Sakagami Hiroshi were representative writers of the 
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“introverted generation” (naikō no sedai) which introduced ordinary hu-
man dramas of an industrialized nation. 
All of them played an important role in establishing the positive im-
age of the Museum as the repository of Modern Japanese Literature. It 
places each of them in the pantheon of Japanese men of letters resting, 
for now, in the quietness of Komaba Park. 
 
